Health Organization, which help to train investigators and administrators, and coordinate and disseminate results from ministries and institutions within specific countries. Collaboration and co-ordination are especially important in circumstances such as that mentioned in the paper by Valverde, Delgado, and Noguera where there were 65 group feeding programmes operating in the Central American countries during 1984-1985, most supported by contributions from various external donor agencies.
As research proceeds on the social and biological epidemiology of nutrition and health, it becomes critically important to have knowledgeable political leaders who are willing to put such research to use. Daniel Oduber, a party leader and the president of Costa Rica from 1974 to 1978, placed great emphasis on improving health and nutrition in his country. He was able to devote substantial attention to these areas largely because of the consensus that the nation's resources should not be invested in building a large military apparatus. During the past four decades Costa Rica has achieved health and nutrition indicators that compare favourably with those in countries with much higher per capita incomes.
The paper by Horwitz compares three countries with the best health and nutrition indicators in Latin America-Cuba, Chile, and Costa Rica. Horwitz attributes the emphasis on improving peoples' physical well-being to a national ethos that all individuals are entitled to good health and adequate nutrition. The commitments of these countries to improving health and nutrition do not seem to have varied with political fluctuations or diverse ideologies.
The successes of the three countries contrast markedly with the situation in most of Central America and Mexico. Honduras is the second poorest country in the Western Hemisphere. The poor health and nutritional conditions that exist there are characteristic of large areas of Central America. The work of Valverde and his colleagues at INCAP was designed to help those countries develop appropriate methods for understanding where poor health conditions exist, the nature of the problems, and how best to address them. The paper by DeWalt and DeWalt demonstrates how farming-systems research and nutrition systems research can be integrated to target agricultural research efforts to the most needy parts of the population. As the papers by Valverde et al. and Oduber note, however, conditions are not likely to improve until the wars and civil strife that presently characterize that region are ended.
Several of the articles in this issue point out the necessity of providing individuals with resources so that they can afford to improve their own health and nutrition. The two articles about Mexico address this effort directly. The paper by DeWalt et al. reports that agrarian reform in four communities in different ecological regions of the country is an effective way of improving health and nutrition indicators if individuals are provided with sufficient resources to make farming a viable activity. Greater access to land, credit, and other resources is also of critical importance. According to Suarez et al., peasants who have the alternative of returning to a subsistence economy have fared better in facing Mexico's economic crisis than persons without the same access to land. Both articles indicate that Mexico's health and nutrition indicators have not improved as substantially as those of other, poorer countries. When wealth is extremely unequally distributed, even generally populist governments such as have existed in Mexico have difficulty providing the needed subsidies, healthcare facilities, and welfare programmes to keep the populace healthy and well fed.
Because they focus heavily on Central America and Mexico, these articles touch on only some of the health and nutrition problems in Latin America. They do demonstrate, nevertheless, the kind of knowledge coming to light that can help policy-makers to understand better and plan for alleviating the poor conditions that afflict substantial numbers of their citizens.
